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Benjamin Smietana

Blasphemer
The Goth ic cathe dral (nam ed after some sain t
who escap es me), inexo rably thru sting
its carve d marb le and stone upwa rd,
drag ging the cent er of Ghe nt
towa rd the glory of God, made a quai nt
phot ogra ph. I snap ped a shot
with my brot her dwar fed beside it,
and when it was my turn , struc k
by the caprice of the mom ent, a meag er spac e
in the gap of the etern al, I struc k
my best pose of prop het or mess iah.
Face uplif ted, arms outst retch ed,
bese echin g the over cast sky of Belg ium,
I cruci fied myself.
It was not until muc h later ,
savo ring my path os on the twodime nsion al reco rd of a phot ogra ph,
that I notic ed the outra ged faces
of two elder ly devo tees stari ng
at my most impi ous act.
They obviously did not appr eciat e
the faint , yet indelible
mark of blasp hemy
I left on Euro pe's holy cont inen t.
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Jackie Liautaud

Amazing
what goes on
below the surface.
conversations spin and weave
intricacies and subtleties that no one finds
many meanings to each personal word
Incredible-what people say without thinking
what they mean is just a layer
below.
crying and laughing are not so far apart, brought out
by only a kind gesture or smile
and then,
a waterfall
of intense emotion
full
raw
pure
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Gregg M. Gascon
Symphony
Snowfall cracks dawn
Awake upon wintered
Gardens, snow-sown
sparkled flowerbeds.
The sundial's face is
frozen, the arrows of ice
Brilliant ceremony for seasonal
Traditions.
Furrowed footsteps of
Tractors abandoned
Half a century ago lie
Rippled still under
Whitecaps frozen of sound.
The forced separation
Of smoke from wood falls
Clearly to me from skies
Shocked pink by the early frost.
The smell the sight is memory,
Trigger to a
Host of senses which
Surround me
With her,
a soft symphony which
Stirs the morning's
Steel bitten winds gently.
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Places I'll Never Go,
Things I'll Never See
For Me
There is a stand of old trees
Beyond the cyclone fence
And swing set
Tall cedars
Twisted maples
Somewhere to go at twilight
To think and dream.
Are there trees like these
Far away to the north
Where Finnish men on skis
And grazing reindeer
Eye each other
As they have forever
Taken for granted?
Do small barefoot
Brown-skinned men
Casting nets into endless water
A blue I don't comprehend
Feel this breeze
Which sneaks in and out
Of this sanctuary like music
Or is it just wind to him?
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I linger too long sometimes
The moist evening air
Settling across my forehead
AB the moon arrives.
I leave for the warmth and light
Ofthe house
While lions gather at a watering hole
In the Kalahari
And ancient men in the Outback
Wait for the Southern Cross to rise
And guide them home.
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Michelle Tackla

The Clay Cup
I hold a piece to the light,
a broken shard of pottery.
On the table before me,
the fragments lay,
brittle sharp remains,
the cup I formed with these hands.
I had buried my palms
into its cold, slippery entity
as it slithered beneath my fingernails.
The clay dried a somber gray,
encasing my hands even as my fingers
worked feverishly in their design.
Now, the clay corpse
is jagged as lies! turn two pieces
various ways,
but they just don't
fit
together.
Unglueable,
too many cracks remain in the puzzle
where the pieces are ground to dustlost from me
to that place,
wherever dust goes.
10
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Missing Limbs
I continue to gaze at the young man, my eyes
arrested by the damaged profile which is exhibited for me
as he pays the cashier. As my prescription slides along
the worn conveyer belt, the man places a loaf of bread into
a small brown bag. I hand the cashier a twenty and
study the young man's laborious gait, obviously the
product of some injury to or abnormality of the leg.
"Sir," the cashier says, tentatively offering my change.
I hurriedly accept and follow the man out. Why? This
sudden curiosity surprises me. Usually, I pursue some man
or woman in this large city with the idea that he or she
had once been a student of mine. However, since the
person is never who I imagined him or her to be, I receive
(instead of the warm flush of recognition) the cold stare
reserved for the approach of strangers. Rarely, a person
will offer an apologetic smile, and my disappointment will
be mitigated, knowing that there are still those who can
identify and sympathize with a heart in turmoil. In the
evenings following such encounters, when I sit alone in
my sparsely furnished apartment and stare out the
windows at the passing traffic, I plummet, and in timeinduced depths, I feel something like Gregor scratching at
the apple in his back.
However, as this man reminds me of no one (except
of some "grotesque" perhaps, from the pages of Anderson
or O'Connor), I do not run the risk of disappointment or
despair. Freed from this distasteful possibility, I can
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devote all my energy to analyzing the metaphorical
significance of the man and his bread.

***
Why do people gawk at me like I'm some kind of
public exhibit or something? Christ! I should charge
admission. Roll up my pant leg for five bucks, show you
what it's made of. Another five, I'll roll up to the knee,
let you see how the goddamn joint works.
Maybe this loon's got a fetish for cripples. He'll
wait till we're alone in the parking lot and then throw
open his overcoat, showing me his private parts. You
thought you had it bad buddy? I call him Pinocchio!
Or he's one of those pitiers who will insist he carry
my bag, and then, in the name of pity or outrage or
something, he will ask me what happened. And of
course I'll tell him, because I like to watch their eyes
and mouths register shock and sorrow. I'll tell him that
I was walking on the side of the road one night,
returning from my girlfriend's, when this car squealed
around a sharp curve and plowed the living fuck out of
me: I flew 50 feet, my leg batted a tree, I spun like a
goddamn helicopter blade into a pond of mud, the black
shit probably saving my life. And as I laid there,
fuckless, waiting for the pain and shock to knock me
out, I heard the driver's hysterical voice screaming
God's name over and over again.
Of course he'll want to know what happened after,
because he wants to understand me, because people should
be educated about handicapped people or whatever you're
supposed to call them today. So I begin with the leg, the
right one, which they had to take off
12
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because the tibia was powdered glass. A few days later,
my eyes blinked open to a smiling physical therapist who
put me to work doing exercises to help cut down on the
fluid-shit that was building up on the stump I refused to
look at. As I flexed muscles in the bed, I closed my eyes
and saw the leg: the pink kneecap, the bulge of the calf,
the dark hair, the green veins in the foot, the squirming
toes. Suddenly I wondered what the hell they did with it,
remembering that they let kids have their tonsils in a jar.
I laughed, but it came out like a shriek, and the
surprised therapist touched my shoulder, got big-eyed, and
asked: "Something wrong?"
Besides a missing limb? Oh, nothing.

***
Maybe it is this maimed man's irrefutable presence
in the present that compels me to follow him across the
asphalt lot; maybe I am pursuing him precisely because he
will not trigger recollections. This motive makes sense
psychologically because, having been a teacher for so many
years, I am constantly besieged by the past. Almost
nightly now, hoards of former students fill my head. I
visualize them at their desks, chattering before class, then
listening or nodding or drawing or writing notes as I
explain to them how to appreciate literature. Then, after
enduring the customary essays and examinations, they
would vanish and be replaced by others who, after a short
while, would dull the image of those former pupils. And
always, while I concentrated on the current crop of
students, those past young men and women would secretly
transform, becoming juniors and seniors; obtaining
degrees and spouses; and, of course, ushering new
13
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students into the world who would too quickly appear on
my roll at the beginning of a new year and force me from
the room in search of courage I could use to face such
clear evidence of time.
Although I no longer teach, my life is still fraught
with these chronic pangs. During the most painful of
these interludes, I find myself rummaging through boxes
in my closet and excavating the fossilized remains of past
courses. I pore over old student papers, and the words,
like incantations, summon a thousand featureless
apparitions who float just beyond my field of vision.
I am shaken from this reverie by the realization that
we are now walking side by side.

***
I wish I'd gotten a better look at him in the store,
so I'd know the kind of fruit at my side. Maybe I
should whip off this stupid stump and beat him over the
head with it, make good on one of my better dreams.
The other dreams I'll leave for sleep, like the one where
I'm sobbing in bed, holding a crumpled photo in my
hand, a shot of my real leg in a pretty dress, the
sunlight hitting its knee cap just right. Or the one
where my prosthesis is lounging on the couch, sipping a
beer. I throw pillows at it and tell it to get up, and it,
not even budging, says out of the side of its calf:
"What's got into you, dude?"
Fighting back laughter, my therapist said these
dreams were normal, 'Your way of grieving." Still, he
offered to refer me to a psychiatrist. No thanks. I can
handle the dreams: I don't have them often, and when I
do, they're seldom re-runs. Reality though-the pissy
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routine--wears me down: every morning, putting my
underwear and pants over that perfectly smooth leg, the
sock on the stump, the leg on the stump, strapping the
belt and shoulder harness, finally getting up with a fuck-it
attitude, which is a nice way to begin the day; every night,
undoing the goddamn contraption; in the middle of the
night, hopping to the john to piss, standing over the toilet
like some dumb bird. And, almost at every moment,
realizing that this is not some inconvenience; this is how
it will always be.
Well here he comes, the old perv. Our eyes meet, and
as he begins to open up his mouth, I'm almost saying hi
to him because those forehead lines, that rutted nose,
those drab eyes, looking like weak coffee, almost transport
me back, three years or four-anyway, back to high school
English class where Mr. Cherche stands behind a podium
and stumbles through a description of that guy's injury in
The Sun Also Rises, and me, the bastard, I hide behind
girl's hair at the back of the room and mutter "What
doesn't rise?" and kids laugh, not because it's funny, but
because it's innuendo. Poor Mr. Cherche, distracted by
the laughter, probably thinking it was meant for him.
Maybe that's the reason he never finished out the year,
although we were told he "had taken ill."

•••
The earlier glimpse of his profile does not prepare me
for what I now see: a twisted nose, a pale scar slithering
from his brow to his chin, eyes without marrow. I am
shocked back to my first day in the classroom, when I had
entered so confidently, armed with an ice-breaking joke,
but those faces-so silent, so potentially
15
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menacing-fr ightened the verve from my voice. The room
became hot, my tie constricted, and drops of perspiration
fell onto my introductory remarks about metaphor. I
looked out at the lulled faces, searching for words of my
own, but none came. And now, in front of a lone stranger,
I react similarly. I step back in a vain attempt to collect
myself, as I did that first day of instruction, when I was
supposed to continue with Santiago, that old man who
struggles heroically against futility. As the young man
cocks a brow inquiringly, I lament the fact that I have not
even a carcass of a fish to show.

•••
He looks dazed, as if he's just stumbled from a car
that plowed into a telephone pole. It's an old man look,
a look of falling apart. In his senility, he doesn't even
recognize me. Although, to be fair, who am I to him
now, anyway? Still, when he recovers and looks down
and then suddenly goes on his way, I feel
pissed-viole ntly pissed- like I did last week, almost
three years after the accident, when one night the leg
came back to me clearly, like the memory of a dead
friend, and I flung the imposter off, ripped at the stump
socks like a rabid dog, then hopped over to the leg and
began sawing at it with a steak knife. And when my fit
was over, it was just dark and silent and I was still
missing my leg.
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Ugly
I discovered what it meant
one slow, beer-soaked evening,
when I ventured out of The
Place Court Youth Hostel
after midnight, in company
of one Aussie, one Kiwi, and
three Americans. Hyde Park
was only two miles away, and as
we sauntered past Embassy Row,
boldly showing our open bottles
in the freedom of English liquor
laws, I was regaled by thrilling
tales of Ohio State University.
It seems my compatriots were as
enthused of Europe as I was, for
when the unarmed bobby came
to explain that rifles were trained
on us as he spoke, one was politely
perched on top of the ten foot wall
of Kensington Gardens, the other
respectfully pissing in the bushes.
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Hele n Barn a

Auction
where the dirt road curved
it stood in all its perfecti on, you would have said
the poet's dream caught up in any fool's dream
that wild unattain able
built of solid stone and wood
a filmed etherea l
centurie s old and indestru ctible, you would have said
lupine and daffodils planted in academic precisen ess
while bushes of blackbe rries did a wigwag nosethu mb
but when hands ceased body reading
read accusat ions instead
the mind fingerpo inted
at a battery of differences
masonr y crumble d
sold the dream
wore two paths
beyond the sign painted in cold letters
without that warning of buyer's beware, you would have said
and deadend ed.
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Terry Spaeth

Coupling
My lover's wife
has a lover.
I dream the four of us
are sleeping in the marriage bed.
Orange paper lanterns
glow in the dark room.
We rise up in the night,
flip over each other
like Chinese acrobats,
regroup the couples.
I roll off the edge of the bed
in the arms of her lover
leaving a child's family
intact.
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Sally Joranko

Elegy for the Wife of Bath
So, old lady, stara baba, swigging
Champa gne down there with Dad and Death,
You've thumbed your wide-nos trilled nose at us,
Who know to live is everythi ng.
Today went

Just as you planned it. I wondere d if your ear drums
Still tingled to the cantor's big voice
At your head, sounding words of hope in the minor
Key your people love.
Knowing I'd heard
That urgent rustling in the night, "It's not for the sex,"
You pleaded; "Believe me." And I did, though Dad had been dead
A long time. We'd gotten used to another
Man in the house.
You weren't much for hugging,
But look at you here in this shot, a rare day off
From the plant-fa mily picnic, maybe--- cradled
Between Dad's hairless white legs in rolled
Trousers , yours sprawled all anyhow, one bent
At the knee, the other pointing straight at the camera.
Mter the shutter clicked I'll bet you clapped
Those fat-finge red hands all your sons have,
Chucklin g till even Dad smiled, then held
Your 7-and-7 out to him: "Just top it
For me, will ya please, hon?" And here in your thirties
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With a matron's thick waist, wide hips
And large, soft breasts, your arms bowed
Like parentheses around your last baby, two
Others clinging to your skirt.
And still dancing
In this one, old lady, dressed like a hootchy-kootch,
Thrusting that belly still remembering the shape
Of four fat sons.
After we'd stood
Around the hole so cunningly hidden by fake
Green grass, stamping our frozen boots
On Dad's icy metal plaque, and after
The priest had knocked with the cross four times
On your roof-head, feet, right, left
(Wrestling with the cork, you couldn't answer, and besides
They had glued your lips shut),
we ate and drank

AB you would have (laughing with your mouth full)
And ransacked the house-hunting through your heavy oldWorld pots and pans (but found no vessels
All of gold), your jewelry and drawers, threading
Our fingers with chains and rosaries, dutifully claiming
Boxes marked with our names, shaking our heads
At the brand-new girdle still in its box
(Dad never liked you to wobble)-looking for God
Knows what, for what you'd had enough of
That we're still settling for.
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Anna Marie Strzyz

Knock of Faith
I struggle to make
it all
move
motionless
the earth sits
idle
still
quiet
I spin faster
faster

everything races
byrne
but
everything stays
still
constant
tomorrow has
passed
me by
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I knock on
my own
bedroom door
entering
only to exit.
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Valerie Fales

Seneca Reservation
He took me to see the museum.
Tiny, immaculate, and well-kept.
The huge red rock out front
Once a community gathering, grinding stone.
Smooth and worn from hips and pestles,
Absorbed pressure dished out over time.
I lay my hand in a shallow bowl,
Palm upward, open
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Flagstaff
I am at the Rackley Brothers' Car Wash talking to
my friend Mel Wilson about going golfing or fishing
sometime next week when I see Emily waving at me. She
is across the road at the convenience store trying to get
my attention while she puts a twelve pack of beer and a
big box of laundry soap in the backseat of her car. I
pretend I don't see her, but I can tell she is going to come
over here anyway. Shit.
Mel cares for Emily even less than I do, so he gets
in his truck and heads home, promising to come over later
but for now leaving me to deal with Chloe's sister by
myself. He acts like he's reaching for something in the
glove box so he doesn't have to look at her pulling in next
to him, smiling. Her and Mel went out once, but she got
drunk and threw up in his truck all over his box of
cassette tapes. But that's another story.
'Well, well, Lloyd Richardson. I was wondering
when I would run into you," she says, not bothering to get
out of her car. "I don't think I've seen you once since
Chloe left." She's got that smile on her face, the one that
she used to use when she was trying to make me look bad
in front of her sister. "Have you heard the good news?"
"No, Emily, I haven't," I say. "But I'm sure you're
going to tell me."
She lights a cigarette and exhales into the
windshield.
"Chloe and Jake are getting married. Isn't that
exciting?" she says. I don't say anything. "It's a month
from today out in California. They've been planning for
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months and didn't even tell us until last weeken d, those
little devils. I'm the maid of honor. I can't wait."
I stare across the top of the car to the parking lot
of the convenience store. I know Emily's waiting for me
to say somethi ng, but I don't.
"I'm sorry to be the one that has to tell you," she
says. "Maybe you'll realize now that she's not coming back
to you and you can find someon e else and stop feeling
sorry for yourself. Oh, I like this song," she says and turns
up the radio.
"I'm not feeling sorry for myself," I say. "How do
you know so much? I haven't seen you in a year, "I say.
"Thank goodness."
She gives me that look again.
"Because, Mr. Smart Guy, Chloe told me how you
were. And, besides, I hear things. It's no big secret."
She turns her attentio n back to the radio. I try to
think of someth ing clever to say but I can't.
"Do you have her address , or an invitati on or
someth ing I can look at?"
"Don't be stupid, Lloyd," she says. "She doesn't
want to hear from you, at least not now, and probabl y
never. And neither does your brother. "
"Yeah, well, you're probabl y right," I say. "It's just
too bad I can't be there to see you throw up on the dessert
table and wreck everyth ing."
She stares hard at me and puts the car into drive.
"Really funny, Lloyd," she says and hits the gas.
I get inside my truck. It looks great, and smells like
lemon and Windex.
I was hoping Chloe would come to her senses and
come back here where she belongs, with me, instead of in
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Califo rnia with my wise guy brothe r. Now she's crossed
the line.
I guess I'll just have to kill her.

I

1

)
)

•••
I decide to drive out to the bluffs south of town
where the Arkan sas River makes a big bend toward s
Oklah oma and you can see the whole city in front of you.
Chloe and I used to come here a lot when we were
togeth er. We would sit and talk and look at each other,
talk about the future as we watch ed Wichi ta grow and
chang e before our eyes, just like we were. The city would
never get too big. The wheat and prairie grass would see
to that, and that made us feel safe. Or so she said. I
guess for Chloe, it got too small.
I need to figure out a plan. I can't ask anyon e for
help because they'll just try to talk me out of it, especially
Mel. I might as well sell as much of my stuff as I can. I
sure as hell won't be coming back here for awhile.
Doesn 't matte r. Most of it's hers anyway. Seven years
worth .
It's not too hot today, and the wind is more like a
breeze, clearin g the air. Chloe would want to come back
later on a day like this, late at night when there were a
millio n stars out and the water on the river would sparkl e.
I decide I need to go see her mothe r. Mrs.
Kings ton always liked me and I like her too, so it will be
easy to act pleasa nt. The first step is always the hardes t,
they say. I wonde r how long it took Chloe to decide.

•••
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Mrs. Kingston is out watering the flowers when I
pull in the driveway. When she sees me her face changes
to an expression I've never seen from her before. But
then she smiles and waves and goes to turn off the hose
as I get out of the truck. Emily's Chevy is nowhere in
sight.
"Lloyd, what a pleasant surprise," she says,
extending her hand to me in the same way she did when
I first met her. "Where you been hiding?"
"Nice to see you again, Mrs. Kingston," I say.
"Sorry I haven't come around sooner." I try to make it
sound like I mean it, which I do .
"That's all right, Lloyd, you're here now. Come out
back and sit on the deck with me. I'll get us a couple
beers if you call me Joyce and then we'll talk, okay?"
I liked the fact that she knew why I was there and
wasn't going to beat around the bush about it.
"Sound good Mrs .... Joyce. Sorry."
I go around the garage to the backyard and walk
up the steps onto the deck. The thing hasn't changed
much since I added it onto the house four years ago. The
wood had grown smooth and weathered with no sign of
rot or heaving. It had been my first big two level deck job,
and looking at it now I know it will last longer than the
house.
"Here we go now," Joyce Kingston says, coming out
of the kitchen. She sets my beer on the picnic table and
takes the first pull off of hers as she sits down. "I guess
you must have heard about the wedding."
"I saw Emily and she told me."
"I'm so sorry, Lloyd. I kept thinking she'd realize
she made a mistake and then come back to you. And
California-who would have ever thought that?"
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"She never got that acting bug out of her system,"
I say, looking over her shoulder at the tea roses I planted
along the fence.
"She's a tour guide now for Universal Studios. Did
you know that? It's not acting really, but it's something
and now she's got her foot in the door."
I try to think of Chloe at the front of one of those
tour trains trying to keep the riders distracted until Jaws
comes up and scares the shit out of them.
"She sounds happy, Lloyd. I think she would want
you to know that."
"What about Jake?" I say, "Does she say anything
about Jake?"
"He's still trying to sell his script, doing this and
that in the meantime. She makes enough for them both,
I guess, bartending at night and all. They're very happy,"
she says. "Or so they say."
I start to get a headache, and decide I should find
out what I came for.
"Joyce, do you have an invitation I could see? I'd
like to send some flowers to the church. You know, no
hard feelings, that kind of thing."
"Why I think that would be noble Lloyd. They both
think the world of you, you know."
I tell her I have to get going, so she brings me the
invitation as I'm getting back into my truck. I write it
down and thank her and she waves as I back down the
driveway and head up the street. I smile and wave back.
I like Joyce. I almost wish the next time I see her
wouldn't have to be the last.

***
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I get home just as the sun begins to disappear
behind the trees in my backyard. I open the door and
Pete the dog bolts out like he does everyday I have to
leave him at home. He runs in circles, someone happy to
see me. I check my messages on my answering machine.
Mel will meet me later at Louise's, and Jerry wants to
know what job we are doing on Monday. Jerry works for
me, along with his two cousins Jack and Dusty. We're
out-building carpenters, but we'll do just about anything:
landscape, concrete, irrigation, you name it. We just like
to work, to make something from nothing. Labors of love
I guess.
I turn on the television and sit down with a beer
and a cigarette. I start to make a list, figure out what I
need to take care of before I leave. I'll sell what stuff I
can and just leave the rest. I'll have Mel try and unload
the house, which I think he'll do if I give him my fishing
boat. I need to settle up all my accounts and pay all my
bills and finish up a couple of projects we've got going at
work in the next two weeks or so.
Also, I need to get a gun before I leave. Looks
can't kill on this one. I finish my beer and get ready to
meet Mel. I've never been west of Colorado. I suppose I
should try and make a real adventure of this.

•••
I walk into Louise's and there's not many people
here yet, so it's easy to find Mel down past the end of the
bar. He's playing pinball with Jerry and Dusty, which
makes me smile. He's been getting into video games of
late, and I've tried to convince him that pinball requires
a great deal more skill to be good at. As I approach, he is
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tapping and moving the machine with the skill of an
artist, the silver ball flying off the flippers and railings.
I greet the three of them, Mel not taking his eyes
from the machine, just as Elaine is bringing a smile and
a round of beers to the table.
"Hey, Lloyd," she says, looking straight at me.
"Emily told me about Chloe. I sure am sorry." She dumps
the ashtray and collects the empties without taking her
eyes from my face.
"Thanks, 'Laine," I say, as she walks away. She
looks great from behind, just like Chloe.
"What's she talking about?" says Jerry, watching
Mel's point total grow. I tell them what I found out and
about my plans to get rid of everything, go somewhere
else, and start over. Don't know where yet, I say.
Probably Arizona. That combination of mountains and
desert seems real appealing. Plus, it's growing so there
will be plenty of stuff to build.
"Why Arizona, for godsakes?" Mel says. He whiffs
an easy return and his turn is over.
"I just want to disappear for awhile, okay?" I say.
thinking."
some
"Do
'You don't disappear in the desert," Dusty says.
'You appear. You can't get lost when there's nothing to
get lost into."
"Doesn't Abby McDonald live in Arizona?" Mel says.
"Flagstaff or something?"
'You're right, Mel," Jerry says. 'You should look
her up. She always liked you in high school, Lloyd."
Later I'm driving home and I'm thinking about
Chloe and what Dusty said and about this book I read
where this lawyer wants to kill his lover's husband and
remembers what he told one of his more unsavory clients.
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When you think about committing a crime, he said, there
are fifty ways you can fuck up . If you think of twenty-five
of them, you're a genius. And you ain't no genius.
The stars are bright and clear tonight, just like
they were the night she left. I was coming home from
Louise's that night, too. They turned onto the interstate
right in front of me, my headlights shining on Chloe's face
as she sat on the passenger side of my brother's car.

•••
The days fly by. My mother listens and nods her
head and agrees to take a lot of the things from my house.
I know she can use them but she'll put most of the stuff
in boxes in the basement, waiting for me to come back and
get it. Looking at her I know I'd feel bad if I shot Jake.
That would only leave my sister Rachel in Oklahoma City
to keep an eye on her and that just won't do. No matter
what he did, he's still my brother.
At work I tell Jerry and Dusty and Jack that they
can have the business. I almost hate doing it because this
is the one part of my life that makes me happy. I love
seeing a stack of lumber or a pile of dirt and turning it
into something of value. I've done physical labor for eight
years now, ever since high school, and it's made me
appreciate a lot of things more than I probably would have
otherwise. My brother was a college man, two years
younger than me, and he'd always come home and sigh
and shake his head at me, wondering how I could work so
much when there was such a big world out there to see
and so many things to do .
"To my brother Lloyd," he would say, raising the
beer I paid for in a toast every holiday he was home. "I
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picked up a degree while he picked up a hammer."
I would smile and he would start to tell his stories
and I never paid attention to how Chloe listened with
such interest.
The four of us just get the roof finished on a pole
barn for Mel Wilson's Uncle Don when it starts to rain.
I head for home and decide to stop on the way and buy a
camper top for my truck. I get a nice deal and the
salesman throws in a set ofmudflaps for free. I've learned
bad weather makes the best time to buy big, expensive
things like cars and refrigerators.
After dinner I dig out my high school yearbook and
look up Abby McDonald's picture. I read what she wrote
to me. It is warm and goes well with her face. Seeing
someone familiar on the way would probably be nice.

•••
I am ready to go and have saved the most
important and most difficult thing for last. I take Pete
out to the big field by the abandoned city grain elevator
and throw the tennis ball out into the tall buffalo grass
for him to chase. He brings it back and I throw it further
each time until I see he's getting hot. I put water out for
him and tell him what's going to happen.
"Pete, I'm afraid this is it," I say. "I have to go away
and you can't come. You have to go live with Mel now.
I've made a decision to do something and I can't have any
regrets about it."
He looks up and I toss him a chunk of wood which
he catches in his mouth.
"I've done the right things my whole life, always
supported myself, helped my friends. Why'd she do this?
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I paid for her classes at Wichita State so she could learn
acting or teaching kindergarten or psychology or whatever
she wanted. I loved her and trusted her."
Pete is gnawing the wood into a pile of splinters,
paying no attention to my confession. 'What the hell else
is there? Now she's going to marry my con-artist brother.
I'm sorry, but that's enough. I'm tired of thinking about
it, so she's got to go. Don't you agree? Pete?"
Pete's sniffing the air for rabbits or prairie dogs.
The sky overhead is blue and endless and honest.

•••
I leave at midnight and cross the border into
Colorado at first light. I remember when we went
camping, Jake and some girl and Chloe and I, our first trip
out of Kansas, expecting to see giant mountains as soon
as we crossed the state line and finding a hundred fifty
more miles of flatland. After that, expectations become
something I tried to avoid.
In Pueblo, a city but not a big one just south of
Colorado Springs, I find a pawn shop not far from the
base of the mountains. The owner smiles when I tell him
what I'm looking for and pulls out the most beautiful gun
I've ever seen. It is a coal black forty-five caliber revolver
made by Colt. I pick it up and point it at myself in the
mirror behind the owner's right shoulder, squeezing the
trigger slowly. I pay him and head for the Continental
Divide.
In southern Utah the trees disappear and give way
to rocks and grease wood and endless, unbelievable
canyons. I camp in the Monument Valley, where John
Wayne chased every Apache that lived, and sleep under
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more stars than I ever can even imagine existed. Dusty is
right. There is too much nothing to disappear here.
Knowing me, it would be the first place they'd look. "He
always talked about the desert," I can hear my mother
telling the world on the six o'clock news.
In the morning I point the truck towards the high
plateau of Arizona. I haven't seen another human for a
day now. The road bends and curves through prehistoric
rocks. On one of them someone had spraypainted in big
blue letters the words FUCK YOU. How rude, I think.
Some people just have no respect for others. I'd never do
anything so selfish and heartless.
It's just uncalled for.

***
I wake up freezing outside Flagstaff, smelling sage
and wanting food. Five minutes down the two-lane I find
a diner, no cars in the parking lot but the front door open.
Inside it is hot, and smells of grease and potatoes and
strong coffee. I order some, along with pancakes and
chorizo. The place is filled with Indians, eating in silence.
I finish my breakfast and look up Abby McDonald's
name in the phone book. I call the only A. McDonald listed
and get no answer. I ask the waitress where the address
is, and decide to find the house myself and surprise her.
I am asleep in the front seat when someone shakes
my shoulder. I open my eyes and see Abby smiling at me.
She is tanned and wearing a baseball cap.
"Lloyd Richardson. This is a surprise," she says
with what sounds like genuine sincerity.
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I get out of the truck and start to shake hands.
She puts her arms around me and gives me a gentle
squeeze.
"I have to take a little road trip," she says. 'Want
to come along? I'll show you some great stuff and you can
tell me what brings you to these parts, okay?"
We drive up through the high desert towards the
mountains, switchbacking over dry riverbeds. I tell Abby
how I needed to leave Wichita, go somewhere else where
there was some room to move. She smiles and nods her
head, never letting on whether she believes me or not.
She stops the truck at the ranger station of some
state park with an Indian name. She puts a box of rocks
in the back of the truck and turns around in the direction
we came.
"I'm a geologist," she tells me. "This is my
homework. We're looking for pieces of a meteor that fell
here when this was still underwater. Pretty cool job,
don't you think?"
Later we go out to dinner at a Mexican place. The
night is cool but we decide to eat outside on the patio
under a moon that is bright and yellow and gigantic. We
laugh and get caught up about people we both know. She
looks right at me when I speak, her eyes green and
shining. We drink tequila with lemon and are the last
ones to leave the restaurant.
"Mind if I hang around another day or two?" I say
on the drive back to the house. "I have a little time to
kill."
I see her smile in the glow of the dashboard lights.
"That would be nice," she says.
I help her separate rock samples and take them to
a lab in Phoenix. On the drive back somewhere near
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Black Rock I tell her about Chloe. Abby tells me about
some guy named Ray, her Chloe, who lived with her three
years. He went to a bachelor party in Las Vegas and
never came back. He's married to a showgirl in Carson
City now, she tells me.
We drive for a while in silence.
"Just when you think you know someone, they
turn out to be an idiot," she says. I laugh out loud, and
she does as well.
She has to go to the office the next day, so I decide
to flx the screen door on her back porch while I wait for
her to come home.
"Nice work," she says when she returns, her thick
brown hair braided down her back. "Too bad you can't
stick around. This place is falling apart. Can I make you
dinner to repay you?"
Her chili makes my eyes water and she laughs on
her way to the kitchen to get more beer. Her house is
warm inside, filled with books and maps and black and
white photographs of trees and mountains. There are
plants in the windows and she comes back into the room
still laughing.
'Want to dance?" I say to her. I haven't said this
to anyone in a long time.
"Sure," she says, and cranks up the stereo. She
starts bouncing around the room, occasionally extending
her hand to me. I join in some, but mostly stand and
watch her. Her eyes are clear and forgiving.
In the morning I wake up with cotton mouth and
smell coffee. I prop myself up on one elbow and see Abby
in the kitchen, doing something. She is wearing my
flannel shirt and nothing else. Her braid is undone.

37

Flagstaff
Mter breakfast I go to leave and she closes a shiny
bluish rock in my hand.
"Found it on a real good day up on the Colorado
river," she says. "Been looking for someone to give it to."
"Thanks seems pretty small," I say. "But thanks."
"Just pass it on," she says. "Or come back if you
want. I'm not going anywhere."
I look at her in the mirror as I drive away. Not
going anywhere. I'd heard those words before, but never
with such honesty.

•••
I cross into California with the sun going down in
front of me. I get off the interstate near Barstow and take
a two lane black top until I don't see anymore cars. In
the warm desert night I pull out the Colt. I shoot at rocks
and jets and the glow from Los Angeles, the flash from the
barrel interrupting the darkness.
"Nothing has changed, Chloe," I yell into the cactus
and coyotes. "I don't want to think about you anymore."
I go to sleep with the blue stone in my hand.

•••
The next day I drive to the sea and get a hotel
room. I take a shower, then smoke a cigarette with the
TV on. The Dodgers are playing the Cubs. I try to
picture in my head what's going to happen tomorrow, how
I will feel when I see Chloe again. I'll probably have
second thoughts, be tempted to forgive her. Maybe I'll
just shoot Emily instead.
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The Dodgers' best hitter grounds into a double play
and kills a rally.
Later I eat mussels at a bar overlooking the beach,
waves rolling in with the same ease that the wind bends
the wheat back in Kansas. The blue stone comes out of
my pocket with my change when I go to the jukebox.
That night I hear the ocean through the window,
and look at the Colt, black and shiny, sitting on the
dresser as I try to fall asleep.
The day comes up bright and hot, a perfect day for
a wedding. I look at myself a long time in the mirror as
I get dressed, the Colt lying on the bed behind me. The
breeze from the Pacific comes in through the open
window, and is cool against my neck and face.
I decide to take the coast highway up to the
church. I look at the ocean while I drive, the water
sparkling in the sunlight, the waves curling on to the
sand, brown and foamy. Chloe always liked being near
the water in the summertime. I can see the attraction, as
I move my eyes between the road and the endless blue.
I see a car rental place and realize I have forgotten
something. I guess I ain't no genius. I park across the
street at a shopping center and pay cash to a smiling
young blonde woman for a Ford Sedan with air
conditioning. The Colt looks less ominous against the
dark brown seat of the car.
I am enjoying the scenery when I come upon the
church sooner than I expected. A series of store fronts
with a big parking lot is right across the street. I pull in,
reading the names on the signs. PERRY'S PIZZA AND
CALIFORNIA FINANCIAL SERVICES.
DELI.
BEACHFRONT VIDEO. THE HOBBY HOUSE. They
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have everything out here. I pull in facing the church. A
banner stretches high across the street above the nonstop
traffic.
TENTH ANNUAL SANTA MARIA LITTLE
LEAGUE PARADE SATURDAY JUNE 25TH 12:00 P.M.
I laugh out loud.
Before long people start to arrive with lawn chairs
and coolers and set them up at the edge of the street.
Boys in uniforms go past, some walking but most on
bicycles going to the designated assembly point. Lions.
Giants. Yankees. Bears. In the distance I hear trumpets
and snare drums. A marching band.
A black limousine pulls into the parking lot next to
the church. I can only see pieces of people through the
crowd lining the parade route, but I know Chloe is there.
The Colt feels heavier than I remember when I picked it
up. The flow of cars has stopped, and I see someone close
the front door of the church. I make my way across the
street just as the light blue jerseys of the Dodgers begin to
pass under the banner.
I wait until the organ music has stopped before I
open the door and step inside the church. Everyone is
looking at the altar when I take the aisle seat in the last
row. The Colt presses against my leg.
I finger the blue stone in my pocket and look at my
watch. It's only a little past eleven in Flagstaff. Abby's
probably having lunch, enjoying the peace of the high
desert.
I hear the marching band getting closer outside the
church. I recognize Joyce Kingston in the front row, a
hankie dabbing at her eyes. Emily is standing just below
the altar, chewing gum, that stupid smile on her face. My
hands are sweating.
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I'm still thinking about Flagstaff when the
minister pronounces Chloe and Jake man and wife.
Everyone applauds and they turn around and begin to
walk down the aisle towards me. Chloe is more beautiful
than I ever imagined, her face brighter than all the stars
in the sky.
She sees me standing there and stops in her tracks.
I get Jake's attention by leveling the Colt at his new wife.
"Oh my God," she says, the color draining from her
face.
I walk down the aisle to greet them, the Colt
extended in front of me. They seem frozen. I hear Emily
scream and people begin diving under the pews. I fire up
into the ceiling over their heads. The Colt is incredibly
loud, and the shot brings a rain of plaster down on my
brother and his bride. They cover their ears and duck
down.
"Don't move," I say and point the Colt at Jake.
The marching band sounds like it is right outside the
door.
I put the barrel of the gun up against my brother's
forehead. Over his shoulder I hear coughing and see
Emily heaving up her lunch into the shag carpet. This is
perfect.
"LLOYD NO PLEASE DON'T," Chloe screams at
me. I cock the hammer on the Colt. AP, I do, I notice a
dark stain growing larger on the front of my brother's suit
pants.
'ryou don't even invite your own mother to your
wedding," I say to him. "Shame on you."
I put the Colt's barrel next to Chloe's perfect neck.
Her eyes are closed tight.
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"Nice to see you again, Chloe," I say. I turn and
walk down the aisle to the door. I fire another shot into
the ceiling just for the hell of it.
Outside the drummers are going by, beating their
instruments as loud as they can. They are laughing,
trying to outdo each other. I put a hole in the front left
tire of the limousine and cross the street to where the car
is parked. I feel like running but I don't.
I start the car and head down a side street towards
the sea.
Wait until I tell Abby about this.
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Reunion
Cyrus died in 1952.
We drove him around campus in my car,
then burned him. We threw
his bones and ashes in a jar
and bedded it behind our ancient place,
against a hill where he'd outstay his Brothers.
But nothing stays. The school sent others,
with machines and plans, to improve the face
beyond repair: house mingled with mascotyou could not tell their skeletons apart.
Then all entombed beneath the parking lot.
(Some entombed alive: the tell-tale heartthough under cement-will not stop beating
in time to two old curs greeting.)
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Towards Apollo
What would you say
if I told you
that my favorite color is blood red,
my favorite flower an orange rose
and that all I want
from life is bone-chilling,
heart-flushing, saturated
emotions which rip through you
like the taste of a teabag
sucked like bitter fruit?
You would laugh, call me
an idealist, a rebellious poet,
a romantic youth with ambition
as if I will outgrow my own
heart. Or would you?
Will you be there
when I push back the gray
hairs and run, mouth open,
through dew-spat grass
waiting to eat the sun?
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The Bruise
I see purple,
blackening her eye.
Below, there's two figures I glimpse
in the photo between her fingers.
It is a man. It is a child.
Her eyes bow to them,

those hollow orbs,
empty as cold cups of coffee
in those all-night diners.
Below her scuffed boots,
a suitcase of battered leather
lays asleep like a cat ...
.. .Dreaming, I grasp those bony shoulders.
I look into those black moons.
I curve her head at my shoulder,
smooth her tangled hair.
And the human cry
escapes her lipsstartled, opening my eyes,
the swish of the door,
the edge of her skirt
waving goodbye.
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The History of York
Like a needle,
revolving along the same
circular path of vinyl,
you recall, again,
that final Sunday rendezvous
at the Black Swan. The
jazz singer's rasp
coughs out the blues-"Romeo is Bleeding"-;
the barkeep, left eye
twitching with the rhythm
of the music, smiles, and
pumps pints of bitter ale
into pleading glass mugs
thrust before him,
the outstretched hands
of the growing queue.
A scent, broiled beef
and burnt pudding, lingers;
and your lover's hair, red
as the Irish girl's
now serving you, flickers
in shadows against
the medieval backdrop
of English oak. The song
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ends, the band breaks,
and she takes one
last sip from the
Bailey's coffee you share,
rising to go. With a dull,
dry kiss on your cheek,
she departs.
A black taxi
ushers her away
into the procession
of daily traffic while
the dark, heavy bells
of Minster ring out.
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In Tammy's Pool
Our days begin the night before,
voices found underwater.
Emerging from the pool
as if born anew,
we play the dreamscape
a world apart.
Our faces appear
melded together, the
reflection of tree rotation
silhouetted
in the beachball before us.
We float the surface together.
Planes far overhead
sail the billowed night. We
listen to the sky's
violet wake,
our achievements
long since spent.
Mornings come as stealing home; thunder
sings the bloodstream.
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